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3While serving as an economist for the Social Security 
Administration, Mollie Orshansky developed the 
methodology to determine poverty status, the primary 
marker of poverty used today. Frequently referred to 
as the poverty line, it was based on the Economy Food 
Plan developed by the Department of Agriculture in 
1961 (Fisher, 2008). Due to the lack of universally 
accepted criteria for the essentials of living, additional 
costs other than food were not introduced into the 
methodology of calculating poverty. 
WHAT IS POVERTY?
FEDERAL DEFINITIONS OF POVERTY: THE POVERTY LINE
Poverty is most commonly understood in economic terms: those with little money are in a state of poverty. A wider 
perspective understands being poor as a more comprehensive state of deprivation involving both political and 
social components. More broadly, poverty includes empowerment and access to services in addition to income 
and assets (Sabates, 2008).
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FIGURE 1. POVERTY THRESHOLDS FOR 2015 BY SIZE OF FAMILY AND THE 
NUMBER OF RELATED CHILDREN UNDER 18 YEARS
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Instead, the 1963 Economy Food Budget was 
multiplied by three to approximate these 
additional essential costs of living, and determine 
the cutoff for poverty status (Fisher, 2008). 
Pre-tax incomes falling below the cutoff level are 
considered “in poverty,” and are adjusted to account 
for family size, composition, and age of householder. 
The U.S. Census Bureau continues to update the 
poverty thresholds using the Consumer Price Index to 
adjust for inflation (Fisher, 2008) (Fig. 1).
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FIGURE 2. PERCENTAGE OF POPULATION 
BY POVERTY BRACKETS FOR THE 
UNITED STATES AND NEBRASKA (2014)
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In addition to the primary threshold of “in poverty” 
and “above poverty” levels, additional brackets are 
computed to determine “near poverty” and “deep 
poverty” levels. These additional status groups help 
articulate the depth of the poverty gap, or the 
difference between household income and the poverty 
line (Kids Count, 2017) (Hoyakem & Heggeness, 2014). 
The following summarizes the various status groups:
• Households with income above 100.0% of their 
poverty threshold is considered “above the 
poverty level.” 
• Households with income above 100.0% but 
below 125.0% of poverty are considered to be 
“near poverty.” 
• Households with incomes at or below 100.0% are 
considered “in poverty.” 
• Households with incomes at or below 100.0%, 
but at or above 50.0%, are considered to be in 
“moderate poverty.”
• Households with incomes below 50.0% of their 
poverty threshold are considered to be in “severe” or 
“deep poverty” (Fig. 2).
FIGURE 3.1. POVERTY RATES 2005-2014, THE UNITED STATES AND NEBRASKA
In 2014, 47,755,606 Americans, or 15.6% of the 
population for whom poverty status is determined, 
were considered “in poverty” (incomes below 100.0% 
of the poverty line). Poverty rates for Nebraska were 
slightly lower, with 231,762 Nebraskans, or 12.9% of 
the population for whom poverty status is determined. 
Changes in the poverty rate for Nebraska tend to 
closely follow national trends, but fall just below 
national poverty rates. Over the past decade Nebraska 
has had a consistently lower poverty rate than the U.S. 
by about 2-3 percentage points (Fig. 3.1 and 3.2). Note 
that poverty figures (rates and counts) represented in 
this document are estimates subject to margin of error.
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5FIGURE 4. POVERTY COUNT AND RATES BY COUNTY
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Note: Numbers within counties indicate the estimated number of residents for the related poverty statistic
In 2014, the five counties with the highest rates of 
poverty were Thurston (30.6%), Box Butte (20.3%), 
Loup (20.2%), Richardson (18.1%), and Sheridan (17.2%) 
(Fig. 6.1).
Although the 2014 Nebraska counties’ poverty 
rates suggest a mostly dispersed pattern of poverty 
throughout the state, a few clusters of poverty can be 
identified. A cluster of four counties with poverty rates that 
exceed U.S. and Nebraska figures is located in North Central 
Nebraska (Loup, Blaine, Brown, Keya Paha),  a cluster of 
three counties is located in North Western Nebraska (Box 
Butte, Dawes, and Sheridan) and two smaller clusters are 
located in North Eastern Nebraska (Thurston and Dakota) 
and South Eastern Nebraska (Pawnee and Richardson).
Poverty in terms of population numbers was highest in 
the metropolitan counties (Lancaster, Douglas, Sarpy). 
Outside metropolitan areas, the highest numbers were 
found in Hall (9,229), Buffalo (5,526), Madison (5,087), 
Scotts Bluff (4,957), and Lincoln (4,442) (Fig. 4).
Of counties that have poverty rates higher than the 
national figures, six experienced “persistent” poverty, 
defined here as poverty higher than US averages in 
the years 2000, 2010, and 2014. These counties were 
Thurston, Loup, Sheridan, Dawes, Blaine, and Keya 
Paha (Fig. 5). The counties with the lowest poverty 
rates were Pierce, Cass, Kearney, Phelps, and Sarpy 
(Fig. 6.2).
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Poverty intersects with other social factors that can make its effects especially serious for vulnerable 
populations, such as children and the elderly. Because the very young and very old are often dependent on 
others for assistance, the impact of poverty can be much greater. Thus, high levels of poverty can compound 
with problems of healthcare access, such as cost and transportation issues, resulting in health disparities for 
vulnerable populations (Vanderbilt et al., 2013). For children, early deprivation can have immediate and long-term 
harmful consequences on health and academic performance. For these reasons, it is important to monitor poverty 
trends for these vulnerable populations.
POVERTY AND VULNERABLE POPULATIONS
Child poverty rates, for Nebraska as well as the United 
States, tend to be higher than total poverty rates for 
all other age groups. 
The child poverty maps for 2014 depict a relatively 
dispersed pattern of child poverty throughout the state. 
However, the panhandle counties all have child poverty 
rates exceeding 13.0%, suggesting an especially high 
level of child poverty in that area (Fig. 7).  
 
The counties with the highest rates of child poverty 
were Keya Paha (40.7%), Thurston (40.3%), Loup 
(39.5%), Box Butte (39.1%), and Richardson (35.4%). 
Each of these counties had poverty rates that were at 
least twice the national rate.
CHILD POVERTY (UNDER 18 YEARS)
The counties with the highest poverty rates are 
scattered throughout the state. However, these 
counties (with the exception of Loup) tend to be 
found in the peripheral areas of Nebraska, away 
from commercial hubs along the centrally located 
interstate highway. The distance from transportation 
networks and economic opportunity may play a role 
in the high child poverty rates. 
Counties with lowest child poverty rates, Rock (0.4%), 
Arthur (0.6%), Kearney (4.2%), Pierce (4.7%), and Phelps 
(6.3%), are also relatively scattered. Counties with rates 
of 5.0 - 13.0% are concentrated around the east-central 
portion of the state. These counties have comparatively 
easy interstate access, and are close to the largest cities 
in Nebraska: Omaha, Lincoln, and Grand Island (Fig. 7).
FIGURE 7. POVERTY BY COUNTY FOR CHILDREN UNDER 18
0.0% - 5.0%
5.1% - 13.0%
13.1% - 19.0%
19.1% - 28.0%
28.1% - 40.0%
Note: Numbers within counties indicate the estimated number of residents for the related poverty statistic
8YOUNG CHILD POVERTY (0 - 5 YEARS)
Poverty is especially precarious to young children, 
ages 0-5, as poverty at a very young age can have 
lasting negative effects on children’s development 
and learning. Children who grow up in poverty have 
poorer physical, psychological, social, and cognitive 
outcomes than those who grow up in affluent 
environments. The negative impact of poverty is 
much greater when children grow up in persistent 
and chronic poverty rather than in transitory poverty 
(NICHD EECRN, 2005).  
The impacts are of special concern given the 
prevalence of child poverty both in Nebraska and 
nationwide. In 2014, almost a quarter of young 
children (24.7%) throughout the United States lived in 
poverty with only slightly lower (21.2%) in Nebraska. 
While difficult to discern, young child poverty rates 
appear slightly higher in the southeast, northeast, and 
southwest portions of the state. As with child poverty 
in general, economic opportunities may be limited in 
these peripheral counties (Fig. 8). 
The counties with the highest rates of young child 
poverty were: Richardson (48.8%), Box Butte (48.2%), 
Thurston (43.9%), Grant (39.4%), and Hitchcock 
(39.0%), with poverty rates roughly between 40.0% 
and 50.0%. The counties with the lowest rates of young 
child poverty were Arthur (0%), Sioux (0%), Thomas 
(0%), Rock (1.2%), and Pierce (3.4%). These areas have 
lower population and fewer children (less than 100 
children each, with the exception of Pierce County).
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FIGURE 8. YOUNG CHILD POVERTY BY COUNTY: 0 - 5 YEARS
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9SCHOOL-AGE POVERTY (6 - 17 YEARS)
The category “school-age poverty” includes two 
census age categories (6-11, 12-17) to distinguish 
older school children from young children who have 
not entered the school system. In Nebraska, poverty 
rates tend be lower for school-age children than for 
young children: 15.7% of school-age children lived in 
poverty in 2014, while 21.2% of young children lived in 
poverty. School-age poverty was also lower nationally, 
with 20.5% of school-age children living in poverty, 
compared to 24.7% of young children. 
As with other categories, the school-age poverty map 
shows a scattering of high and low poverty rates 
throughout Nebraska’s counties. However, as in the 
case with child poverty in general, a cluster of school-
age poverty can be identified in the panhandle. With 
the exception of Kimball, all counties in the panhandle 
have school-age poverty rates exceeding 15.0% (Fig. 9).
 
The counties with the highest rates of school-age 
poverty include: Keya Paha (47.1%), Loup (46.2%), 
Thurston (38.5%), Box Butte (35.9%), and Sheridan 
(34.8%), with poverty rates roughly between 35.0% 
and 50.0%. The counties with the lowest rates of school-
age poverty include: Rock (0.0%), Arthur (1.1%), Hayes 
(2.2%), Kearney (3.0%), and Phelps (5.2%). These poverty 
rates should be interpreted with caution due to the low 
population of school-age children in these counties.
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FIGURE 9. SCHOOL-AGE POVERTY BY COUNTY: 6 - 17 YEARS
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20.1% - 30.0%
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Note: Numbers within counties indicate the estimated number of residents for the related poverty statistic
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ELDERLY POVERTY (65+)
The elderly are also especially vulnerable to the effects 
of poverty, as aging may come with limited mobility, 
rising healthcare costs, and inability to work due to 
medical conditions. Where poverty occurs amongst 
the elderly, the impacts on health and quality of life 
can be extreme (Herd, House, & Schoeni, 2006). 
However, poverty is less prevalent among the elderly 
than for any other age group. American Community 
Survey estimates for 2014 place Nebraska’s poverty rate 
at 7.8% for the elderly, versus 12.9% for all other age 
groups. This pattern also exists nationally: 9.4% for the 
elderly residents versus 15.6% for all other age groups.
In Nebraska, elderly poverty rates tend to be lower 
in south-central band across the state, close to 
Interstate 80. As with child poverty, counties with 
lower population in the peripheral areas tend to have 
higher poverty rates, due to the relationship between 
transportation access and economic opportunity.
In 2014, the areas of high elderly poverty were Rock 
(17.1%), Thurston (16.4%), Blaine (15.3%), Boyd (15.1%) 
and Nance (14.9%). The counties with the lowest rates 
of elderly poverty were Perkins (2.6%), Loup (3.4%), 
Wayne (3.7%), Nemaha (4.2%), and Sarpy (4.5%) 
counties (Fig. 10).
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FIGURE 10. ELDERLY POVERTY BY COUNTY: 65+ YEARS
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14.1% - 17.1%
Note: Numbers within counties indicate the estimated number of residents for the related poverty statistic
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COMPARING CHILD, ADULT, AND ELDERLY POVERTY
Comparing elderly poverty rates to child poverty rates 
reveals some surprising results. A higher proportion of 
children are in poverty or near poverty than the adults 
and elderly (who have the lowest rates of poverty or 
near poverty) (Fig. 11).
While Thurston County shows a high poverty rate 
across all age brackets, poverty rates for Rock and 
Loup counties are widely contrasting across age 
brackets; child poverty was virtually non-existent in 
Rock County (0.4%), but the county had an exceedingly 
high elderly resident poverty rate of 17.1% (the highest 
elderly poverty rate for all counties in Nebraska).
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Loup County, on the other hand, was the opposite, 
with high rates of child poverty and low rates of 
elderly poverty. Loup was ranked third highest in 
child poverty with a rate of 39.5% in 2014, as well 
as second highest for school-age poverty at 46.2%. 
However, Loup had the second lowest rank of poverty 
among the elderly, with only 3.4% of elderly residents 
living in poverty (Fig. 8-10).
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In the United States, poverty and race intersect in many important ways.  According to the National Poverty 
Center of the University of Michigan, “Racial disparities in poverty result from cumulative disadvantage over 
the life course, as the effects of hardship in one domain spill over into other domains” (Lin, 2009, p. 1). While 
various types of disadvantage can be examined in great length, figures from the US Census Bureau are helpful in 
understanding the extent of the racial disparities in poverty. 
MINORITY POVERTY
For the broader United States population, 
poverty rates were higher for racial/ethnic 
minorities than non-Hispanic whites. For African-
Americans and Native Americans nationally, this rate 
was almost twice that of non-Hispanic whites; 27.3% of 
Black Americans and 28.8% of Native Americans lived 
in poverty, while only 10.8% of non-Hispanic whites 
lived in poverty. Similarly, 20.7% of Native Hawaiian 
and Pacific Islanders were in poverty, as well as 24.8% 
of Hispanic/Latino Americans. Asian poverty rates, 
at 12.7%, were only slightly higher than non-Hispanic 
white poverty rates at 10.8%. The poverty rates for 
these last two groups were lower than the total United 
States poverty rate, 15.6%.
The disparity in poverty rates between white and 
minority groups was even greater in Nebraska. The 
poverty rate for non-Hispanic whites (9.7%) was 
lower than national figures for the same racial 
group (10.8%) and was less than the overall 
state poverty rate of 12.9%. 
The poverty rate for all other racial groups exceeded 
the total state poverty rate of 12.9%, and with 
exception of Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islanders, 
statewide poverty rates exceeded national poverty 
rates for each racial group.  
Poverty among Black Nebraskans (33.0%) was 
higher than national figures (27.3%) in 2014. For the 
United States population, poverty rates were 
higher for racial/ethnic minorities than for 
non-Hispanic whites.
An even greater poverty disparity existed for Native 
American Nebraskans, with a poverty rate of 43.2%. 
Poverty for Native Americans in Nebraska is much 
higher than the national 28.8% poverty rate for Native 
Americans. This was more than four times the 
rate of poverty for non-Hispanic whites (Fig. 12). 
FIGURE 12. POVERTY RATE FOR AGE AND RACIAL/ETHNIC GROUPS
GROUP NEBRASKA
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FIGURE 13. POVERTY RATE OF MINORITIES BY COUNTY
Note: Numbers within counties indicate the estimated number of residents for the related poverty statistic
Poverty was lower for Asians than other minority 
groups. Asians in Nebraska have a poverty rate of 
16.7%, which is higher than for white Nebraskans 
(9.7%), but is lower than any other minority group. 
However, poverty for Asians in Nebraska was higher 
than the national rate of 12.7%. 
The poverty rate for Native Hawaiians/Pacific Islanders 
was roughly the same nationally and statewide, with 
poverty rates of 20.7% and 20.3%, respectively. In 
Nebraska, their poverty rates were roughly 
double the rates of non-Hispanic whites.
Hispanic/Latino Nebraskans had slightly higher 
rates of poverty than Hispanic/Latinos nationally, 
with poverty rates of 26.2% and 24.8%, respectively. 
In Nebraska, the poverty rates for Hispanics/
Latinos were more than double the rates of non-
Hispanic whites. 
The map of minority poverty across Nebraska shows 
rough clusters of higher and lower poverty rates. 
In 2014, minority poverty rates tended to be slightly 
lower in the east-central area of the state. Many of 
the counties along the southern border of Nebraska 
showed higher rates of poverty. The panhandle, as well 
as the north-central area of the state, showed slightly 
higher rates of poverty. The counties with the highest 
rates of minority poverty were Keya Paha (88.9%), Valley 
(70.4%), Grant (69.2%,), Nuckolls (63.5%), and Thayer 
(58.6%). The counties with the lowest rates of minority 
poverty were Hooker (0%), Arthur (0%), McPherson (0%), 
Kearney (1.8%), and Pawnee (2.7%) (Fig. 13). 
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Note: Numbers within counties indicate the estimated number of residents for the related poverty statistic
The map of Hispanic/Latino poverty across Nebraska 
also shows some discernible clusters of poverty. 
Although it is difficult to discern a general region of low 
poverty, high poverty regions include the southeast 
corner, the northeast corner, and the western portion 
of the state extending into the panhandle. The counties 
with the highest rates of Hispanic/Latino poverty 
were Loup (100.0%), Thomas (100.0%), Valley (71.2%), 
Grant (69.2%), and Furnas (67.1%). 
While these exceedingly high poverty rates are 
concerning, viewers should keep in mind that very few 
Hispanic/Latino individuals may live in these counties. 
For example, Loup, Thomas, and Grant counties 
were estimated to have only 11, 4, and 13 Hispanic/
Latino residents, respectively. Conversely, eight other 
counties with small Hispanic/Latino populations 
(Hooker, Wheeler, Rock, McPherson, Sherman, Kearney, 
Nance, and Pawnee) were estimated to have Hispanic/
Latino povery rates of 0.0% (Fig. 14).
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KEY POINTS
Several key points can be gleaned from current data on poverty in Nebraska. 
NEBRASKA VS. UNITED STATES
GEOGRAPHIC DISTRIBUTION
POVERTY IN CHILDREN AND 
THE ELDERLY
POVERTY RATES FOR RACIAL/
ETHNIC MINORITIES
• Generally, Nebraska poverty rates are lower than 
the national poverty rates.  Whereas 20.4% of the 
United States population lived at or near poverty 
levels, in Nebraska that figure was around 17.5% 
(2014).
• Since 2005, Nebraska has had a poverty rate 
consistently lower than that of the United States. 
• Counties with relatively large populations also 
tended to have the highest number of people 
in poverty (Douglas, Lancaster, Hall, Buffalo, 
Madison, Scotts Bluff, Lincoln), but varied in their 
poverty rates. Despite these counties having 
the highest number of people in poverty, the 
counties with the highest poverty rates tended 
to have relatively small populations. Clusters 
were identified in the North Central (Loup, Blain, 
Brown, Keya Paha), West and Northwest (Scotts 
Bluff, Dawes, Sheridan), Northeast (Thurston, 
Dakota) and Southeast (Pawnee, Richardson), 
having proportions higher than the general 
United States population. 
• Six counties (Thurston, Loup, Sheridan, Dawes, 
Blaine, and Keya Paha) were in persistent poverty, 
which we define as having poverty rates higher 
than the United States general population from 
2000-2014.
• Poverty rates for children (under age 18) tended 
to be higher than the rates for the general 
population.
• Keya Paha, Thurston, Loup, Box Butte and 
Richardson counties had the highest rates of 
childhood poverty.
• Rock, Arthur, Kearney, Pierce and Phelps counties 
had the lowest rates of childhood poverty.
• Mirroring national trends, poverty rates in 
Nebraska for people 65 and older (7.8%) is lower 
than for the general population (12.9%).
• Generally mirroring national trends, poverty 
rates for non-Hispanic whites in Nebraska were 
lower than for all racial/ethnic minority groups.
• In Nebraska, the highest poverty rate was for 
Native Americans (43.0%), followed by African 
Americans (33.0%), Hispanic/Latinos (26.2%), 
Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islanders (20.7%), and 
Asians (12.7%). In contrast, the poverty for non-
Hispanic whites was 9.7%. 
• The geographic distribution of poverty varied 
in Nebraska depending on the specific ethnic 
group. Thurston County was in the top five 
highest poverty counties for every subgroup and 
is the home of two Native American reservations 
(Winnebago and Omaha).
By understanding the various facets of poverty and its distribution across the state, lawmakers, educators, and 
responders can be better prepared in addressing issues related to financial challenges and general deprivation. 
Ultimately, such information is essential towards addressing and improving the quality of the Nebraska population.
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